Reinforce Apprentices

17

feedback, it may be necessary to provide information
on the correctness of each response in order for the
apprentice to progress. However, too much feedback
is tedious, particularly if there is redundancy.

4.  Positive reinforcement Is very effective. Design learn-
ing activities so that an apprentice will be able to suc-
ceed at least some of the time. This way you provide
positive reinforcement, rather than informing the ap-
prentice that he or she is consistently incorrect. When
negative reinforcement is  required, encourage the
apprentice.

5.  The stronger the reinforcer the more effective it is in
shaping behavior. This will vary substantially between
different apprentices. To some apprentices, praise and
peer approval are the strongest relnforcers. Others
may be reinforced strongly by task completion, The
process of discovering what works best for whom will
be a trial and error process until you get to know the
apprentices better.

Effective Reinforcers

There are a number of reinforcers which have been
used to varying degrees of success as rewards or feed-
back in instructional settings. The following paragraphs
describe the various reinforcers, pointing out their rela-
tive effectiveness and strengths and limitations. Take
this into account when planning to reinforce learning,
but keep In mind that effectiveness will depend on
Individual learner characteristics.

Instructor Praise

Praise, from the instructor may be very effective when
It follows an appropriate behavior by the apprentice.
When paired with information, praise can be used to re-
fine behavior. For example, provide praise and encour-
agement to an apprentice who makes progress on a
learning activity in addition to feedback which tells the
apprentice how to proceed or how she/he might further
improve performance.

There are, however, two potential difficulties in using
praise as a reinforcer. First, It must be associated with
some type of evaluation. That Is, either through testing
or observing the apprentices at work, you must collect
Information as to how the apprentice is progressing in
order to provide feedback. Since testing is generally an
infrequent occurrence, this does not allow you to pro-
vide feedback on a day-to-day basis. Also, while much
information can be obtained by observing and inter-
acting with apprentices, It is difficult to observe indi-
viduals regularly in a large group of apprentices in
related subjects instruction. Secondly, if instructor ap-
proval is not important to apprentices in the group,
praise may have just the opposite effect as was in-
tended. Disapproval from other apprentices may over-
ride your praise, making the reinforced behavior un-
desirable for the apprentice.

Despite these potential limitations, praise should be a
major tool to you in reinforcing desired behavior pat-

terns. Use it discriminately, fairly, and if necessary in
private. You will notice a tendency for apprentices to
repeat those behaviors that you reinforce.

Grades

For grades to be successful reinforcers, they should
exhibit three characteristics. First, the grades or scores
must be linked to the behavior which is being evaluated.
If an apprentice receives a grade of C on a test, but is not
informed which behaviors (or attitudes) were desirable
and which were inappropriate, the reinforcement value
of the grade Is reduced, Second, there should be a
rationale for the grading system. Comparing apprentice
behavior with other apprentices may be reinforcing for
those near the top, but on the whole this is a poor
rationale for grading, A criterion-based system, where
an apprentice's performance is compared with a pre-
defined standard of success, offers a rationale which is
easy for apprentices to accept. Finally, the system
should provide consistency in assigning grades. If the
apprentice does not believe that his or her behavior
causes the grade, the behavior will not be reinforced.
Again, a criterion-based system, with its objective
standards, enables the instructor to be consistent.

Evaluation is a necessary part of related subjects in-
struction. Thus, an entire module in this series is de-
voted to the topic.* In applying the procedures sug-
gested in that module, keep in mind the reinforcement
potential that grades can have for some or all of your
apprentices.

Competition

Related to the notion of grades is the reinforcing
value inherent in winning a competitive event. Remem-
ber, competition is an effective motivator for those who
do very well. If you can design competitive events
where everyone wins occasionally, they can be useful.
Inevitably, though, there are the few trainees who are
always losers. An alternative approach is to design
group competition activities. This evens out the odds of
success, while encouraging cooperative behavior and
building norms for success within groups,

Peer Approval

Peer approval is an extremely strong reinforcer of
apprentice behavior. Either it will complement your ef-
forts or interfere with your attempts to reinforce be-
havior if group priorities are inconsistent with learning.
When it interferes, try to modify group norms to be
more consistent with the goals of related subjects in-
struction. This problem is discussed in the chapter of
this booklet dealing with motivating apprentices to
learn.

'See Evaluating Apprentice Performance,   Instructor  Training
Module #9.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